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    E.L. Doctorow figures prominently in American letters as one of America's most 
accomplished and acclaimed living writers. In each of his books he experiments with 
forms of fiction and develops a tone and structure he hasn't used before. His fiction is 
characterized by its focuses on two major themes: history and politics. And his work 
is marked by a realism not found in the writings of many postmodern novelists and is 
well known for its vivid depiction of American historical periods. Till now, he has 
published many works which mirrors American society in different historical periods. 
Billy Bathgate (1989), Doctorow's eighth novel, won both National Book Critics 
Circle Award and the PEN/Faulkner Award. From the perspective of Billy, the novel 
narrates Billy's initiation experience and recounts his breathtaking adventures among 
the mobsters who are excluded from the main stream society. In it, Doctorow 
discloses the tacit collusion of the gangsters and the governments, the fight among 
gangsters and their ruthless exploitation of the ordinary people. As a slum boy, Billy 
longs for upward mobility. Because of the poverty of the Great Depression in the 
1930s, Billy has to achieve his success on the fortune of the criminal gang, and he 
learns the darkness of the world from it. Money bridges the civilized society and the 
underworld. In front of money, extortion and bribe, justice and evil means the same. 
The distinctive line between the two worlds becomes obscure enforced by the power 
of money. Doctorow relives the history, projects the past on to the present, criticizes 
the social problems and ideology of Reagan Era. As “a radical Jewish humanist”, 
Doctorow uncovers the nature of history, uses literature as a means to help liberate 
suppressed people from the tyranny of history by cultivating in them a political 
consciousness, reassuming their social responsibility and looking for the values of 
their lives. 
This thesis applies the theory of New Historicism to appreciate Doctorow's Billy 
Bathgate and to discuss the postmodern status of history, the relationship between 
fiction and Doctorow's historicism thought, hoping to illuminate the common notions 
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introduction, the body and the conclusion.  
The introduction part includes a brief introduction to Doctorow and his literary 
career, and the general survey of literary review on Billy Bathgate home and abroad.  
The body is consisted of three chapters.  
Chapter One is to explore the historicity in Billy Bathgate to reveal a history that 
has been buried, neglected or lost in historical documents or textbooks. The novel 
mirrors America during the Great Depression through the initiation of Billy and it also 
records the rise and fall of Jewish gangsters by depicting the final days of Dutch 
Schultz through the perspective of Billy. The past in the novel is also a projection of 
the present, for it is an allegory of Reagan Era. It deals with the nature of greed and 
depicts societies in which there is little community; rather a Darwinian ethos of 
survival of the fittest prevails. 
    Chapter Two focuses on the textuality of Billy Bathgate. It discusses the fictional 
representation of historical figures in the novel. On one hand, it is a memoir of adult 
Billy after the filter of his child's thoughts and feelings. A montage of images selected 
and the mosaic of unrelated events make it impossible to capture the reality of history. 
On the other hand, it is more like Billy's daydream for he is in time to witness and 
take part in the declining days of Dutch Schultz.  
    Chapter Three centers on the antagonism between the individual and society. It 
will explore the various power relations and the subsequent results of political 
contradictions and struggles. In breaking the social contract, the individual has not 
only assumed the natural right to dissent but defied the constraints imposed by the 
collective in the interest of the unique and inviolable true self. However, their 
struggles usually are contained by the dominant power. 
Conclusion is a summary of Doctorow’s intention of historical writings and his 
implications for Billy Bathgate. 
Key Words: Billy Bathgate, New Historicism; the historicity of text; the 
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E.L. Doctorow figures prominently in American letters as one of America's most 
accomplished and acclaimed living writers. Winner of the National Book Award, the 
National Book Critics Circle Award (twice), the PEN/Faulkner Award (twice), and the 
National Humanities Medal, he is the author of twelve novels from 1960 to 2009. In 
each of his works he experiments with forms of fiction and explores the drama of 
American life from the late 19th to the 21st century. Although "today's American 
novelists tend to cast themselves resolutely as private citizens and independent 
entrepreneurs" (Doctorow 1985:21) and withdraw from the terrible realities of 
contemporary life, Doctorow never dodges social and political issues in his own 
works. In his opinion, a writer should embrace the passion of calling, "which is the 
belief that writing matters, that there is salvation in witness and moral assignment" 
(23). He has been regarded as “a radical Jewish humanist” and he takes pride in the 
label. Once he told an interviewer that if he was not in that group, he would apply for 
the membership. 
    Controversial in content and original in style, Doctorow's works are difficult to 
classify. No two of his works resembles each other at first glance. However, when one 
judges Doctorow's fiction, it is not surprising to discover that all of his novels exploit 
American history in one way or another. Welcome to Hard Times (1960) is a novel of 
Old West and western massacre. The disaster story Big as Life (1966) is a science 
fiction. In essence, these first two narratives are "the account of intrusions by 
monstrosities into the lives of ordinary people" (Fowler 4). The Book of Daniel (1971) 
uses the Rosenberg spy trial and executions of the early 1950s as the core of his tale. 
The best-seller Ragtime (1975) is framed between 1902 and 1917 with the historical 
personages taking a large part in this "political romance" (Kramer 74). Loon Lake 
(1980) takes places during the Depression and juxtaposes the American dream with a 
sort of American nightmare. World's Fair (1985) is "a peculiar hybrid of novel and 
memoir" (Leavitt 103) with the Great Depression as the background. Billy Bathgate 
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gangsters and criminal enterprise. The Waterworks (1994) sets in the corrupt but 
hideously exciting New York of the decade following the Civil War. City of God 
(2000) is shrouded in mystery, along with a romance, a chilling Holocaust and a 
deep-focus portrait of depraved Manhattan. The March (2005) brings the Civil War to 
life, which covers the aftermath of the battle of the Atlanta through to the war's 
conclusion from the perspective of the troops under Sherman. Homer and Langley 
(2009) is a free imaginative rendering of the lives of New York fabled Collyer 
brothers. Doctorow's imaginative manipulation of history is justified by his argument 
that "all history is composed" (Trenner 43). In his essay "False Documents", he 
discusses this view in details and claims that "history is a kind of fiction in which we 
live and hope to survive, and fiction is a kind of speculative history, perhaps a 
superhistory, by which the available data for the composition is seen to be greater and 
more various in its sources than the historian supposes" (Doctorow 1994:162). 
Born to a progressive Jewish home, Doctorow's "sense of human possibility and 
responsibility" could be attributed to his paternal grandfather's secular, rationalistic 
legacy (Harter 9). "It is the heritage of Jewish writers to deal with suffering, especially 
suffering as a result of some essential injustice in the human or divine world, suffering 
to which they offer a response of compassion and yearning for a life modeled on a 
human kindness" (Trenner 109). Furthermore, critic John Clayton argues that the 
politics of Jewish immigrant culture was largely radical— anarchist, socialist, 
communist, Zionist, or some amalgam of these with faith in the labor movement 
(Clayton 110). Doctorow has on occasion tentatively acknowledged his support for 
some qualified and indigenous form of American socialism. When asked to 
summarize his social ideals, he replied simply, "there is a presumption of universality 
to the ideal of justice—social justice, economic justice" (Trenner 55). Throughout 
Doctorow's works, one senses the power of this legacy and his assumed obligation to 
construct a just world.    
Billy Bathgate (1989), Doctorow's eighth novel, won both National Book Critics 















novel interweaves Billy's initiation with historical figures such as Dutch Schultz and 
Thomas E. Dewey. Again, Doctorow returns to the Bronx of the Great Depression as 
he did in World's Fair and restores another dimension to that life by the depiction of 
the criminal classes. Indeed, he attempts to elevate crime-thriller into art and present 
his social views on certain historical periods. The product of an East Bronx 
upbringing by his half-crazy Irish Catholic mother, after his Jewish father abandons 
them long ago, Billy is being educated in the ways of the world by notorious Dutch 
Schultz, with plenty of exciting and dangerous adventure along the way. To some 
extent, it could be regarded as the autobiography of the protagonist, Billy; and in his 
story, he recalls his short-time association with notorious gangster Dutch Schultz 
(1902-1935) who was an actual crime boss during the 1930s. And Billy is "attracted to 
the disreputable" (Sanoff 144), and can't resist a mesmerizing world of money, sex, 
and high society the charismatic Schultz has to offer. But it is also a world of 
extortion, brutality, and murder. Once Doctorow stated in an interview that he, like 
many Americans, was fascinated not by the actual gangsters, but by their mystic 
appeal. Hence he centered his story less on the gangster, Dutch Schultz, than on "the 
fascination that the boy, Billy, feels for him...." He wanted to point out that "there is 
some synchronous pulse we have with the atavism of gangster life" (Freitag 46). 
Billy's narratives give us a general view of America society during the Great 
Depression and the sketch of Schultz in the novel reflects the rise and fall of Jewish 
gangsters in America. 
The novel is a critical success hailed by many reviewers. Its language and style 
are highly appreciated by many critics. Peter S. Prescott declared in Newsweek that 
"...Billy Bathgate is by a considerable length E. L. Doctorow's best book." Doctorow 
succeeds in embracing "sex and violence, those staples of best selling fiction" that 
many critics claim "cannot be treated explicitly in literary works." Peter also praised 
the novel for it "carries the credentials," as Doctorow weaves "a nice sense of moral 
ambiguity and creates characters who develop or deteriorate at an appropriate pace. 
His fecund run-on sentences are a pleasure to read. It all adds up to that rarity: a 













A New Historical Study of Billy Bathgate 
                                        4                      
 
 
shared the general enthusiasm and also admired the language. He said the reader 
should think of it "... as a fairy tale about capitalism. And color it wonderful" 
(Leonard 116). Paul Gray wrote in Time magazine that Doctorow again "mingles 
fictional characters with historical ones in Billy Bathgate." However, instead of a 
mere repetition, Doctorow "is mixing elements from his other novels in a manner that 
proves combustible and incandescent." Take Billy's language as an example: "breathy, 
breakneck, massing phrases into great cumulus sentences that rumble with coming 
rough weather." Doctorow personally admitted that "Billy's voice has long since 
justified both itself and the unique power of the written world: it is convincing, 
mesmerizing and finally unforgettable" (Gray 76-7). Anne Tyler showed equally 
positive response in New York Times Book Review, declaring the novel is "Mr. 
Doctorow's shapeliest piece of work" and "Dutch Schultz is a scary man. His position 
in Billy's life is much like that of a powerful but capricious parent." Tyler agreed with 
Gray on Billy's gift of language. She thought Billy's articulation causes readers to feel 
"the author himself lurking behind the backdrop." However, as what the narrative 
"loses in authenticity, it gains in eloquence, "especially in the voice and figure of Billy 
Bathgate. As a result, we readers will "trust the story..., and that face behind the 
backdrop will miraculously fade," for passages of writing are "so intense, so 
breathtakingly vivid" (Tyler 1).  
Some critics read Billy Bathgate as a youngster's Bildungsroman. To Tyler, Billy 
is "Huck Finn and Tom Sawyer with more poetry, Holden Caulfield with more zest 
and spirit—a wonderful new addition to the ranks of American boy heroes" (1). Gary 
Wills shared the opinion with Tyler that Billy reminded him of Huck Finn. Billy, like 
Huck, also finds himself "outside accepted moral systems" and has to "create his own 
code of responsibility." And Doctorow "sees adult possibilities in 'the boy's book.''' 
Wills also claimed that "this is Doctorow's first superbly constructed novel" (Wills 
123-28). Alfred Kazin was another to regard Billy as Huck,or "as the Bronx's own 
Huck Finn. Like Huck, he is encased in a violence not his own. Like Huck, he is so 















his own to the book." Kazin also found Billy Bathgate was "a deliciously and 
irreverent and quite wonderful novel about the life and death of Dutch Schultz." 
Through Billy's voice, the novel concludes that "the gangster world is not untypical of, 
at least, corporate America" (Kazin 113-15). 
The narrative melding of historical fact and fiction technique also caught much 
attention. Melvin J. Friedman found Doctorow continues to blend history and myth as 
he "negotiates the thin line separating fact from fiction" (Friedman 38). Here 
Doctorow again deftly blends history and myth in chronicling Billy's "changing, 
disruptive views" of Dutch Schultz's final days (39). Michael Wood was also struck 
by Doctorow's strategies of moving easily between fact and fiction. Wood said 
Doctorow "expertly evokes the Depression and the colorful legends that dark time 
threw up" and catches "both the charm and the horror of the Schultz myth" (Wood 
997-98). Marvin LaHood was impressed with Doctorow's "brilliant recreation" of 
America's violent gangster world. He declared his "game is an ability to recreate the 
past as if it were still here" (LaHood 111). Donald Pease also thought highly of 
Doctorow's ability to reclaim the past through the language, his own and his hero's 
(Pease 457). 
Although Doctorow has been well recognized abroad, researches concerning him 
and his works have not been done very much in China. Till now, there are only two 
critical articles found about Billy Bathgate. One was written by Chen Xiangliu who 
focuses on Billy's initiation story and compares Billy's experience with the two young 
protagonists in Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Catcher in the Rye. The other 
by Zhang Chong centers on the violence and lust for money diffused in Billy Bathgate 
and asserts that it is the pervasive violence in mass media that corrupts the public.  
    Doctorow is only one of many contemporary novelists who make various uses of 
historical materials. Fact has been an integral part in conventional novels but factual 
narratives were traditionally regarded as insignificant until the 1960s when the 
novelists confronted a drastic change in the cultural and intellectual climate. In the 
1960s and 1970s, the cry of the death of the novel was loud and persistent among 
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impact of the Vietnam War and racial violence, and the challenge of mass media, 
especially television and film, the growing sophisticated technology. "It is fair to say 
that the increasingly complicated phenomenon of the 1960s and 1970s posed to a fair 
number of American writers a kind of imaginative crisis identified by Doris Lessing 
as 'the thinning of language against the density of our experience'" (Chiu 6-7). The 
growing isolation of writers and the increasingly rapid change of the society made it 
difficult for writers to grasp the world. The increasingly sophisticated technology 
changed the public's perspective and made novels pale in form. Under such 
circumstances, there was the need for new types of literature to arise because of the 
insufficiency of the imagination. The rise of factual literature caught the trend. The 
appeal of facticity to readers reflected the public's awareness of history at the time. 
The mass production of historical novels in the 1960s was attributable to the rekindled 
interest in history, "in part a reaction against the excessive privatization of fiction in 
the 1950s and in part a response to the political and cultural events of the 1960s" 
(Levine 14).  
History is acknowledged as things that have happened which could be no longer 
accessible to us except through existing textual traces. In other words, we can know 
about historical facts only through reading of historical documents, while the selection 
and arrangement of historical materials depends largely on historians' aesthetic and 
ideological needs. According to Hyden White, "historians are concerned with events 
which can be assigned to specific time-space locations, events which are in principle 
observable or perceivable" (qtd. in Chiu 30). So historical works are products of 
interpretative acts. The truthfulness in written histories is in doubt. "There are no facts 
in themselves," said Niezsche. "For a fact to exist we must first introduce meaning" 
(qtd. in Doctorow 1994:160). Roland Bathes concludes in his essay "Historical 
Discourses" that "by structures alone, historical discourse is essentially a product of 
ideology, or rather of imagination" (161). Determined by language and ideology, the 
composition of history or fact inevitably becomes a process of fictionalization. Linda 
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